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Jazz Sits In on the Curriculum and Moves a Young Audience 


By ROBERTA HERSHENSON: 

Before Billie, Dizzy and Miles melted 
the hearts ofthe sixth graders at Public 
School 156 in Brownsville, Brooklyn, the 
students viewed Jazz as old people's mu 
sic, their parent’ music, as unhip as 
Boothoven and Brahmi 

Dut that all changed when jazi became 
ily life at the schoo! this spring. 
the music itself, a panoply of 

rhythms and younds. There was the 
cast of colorful characters, each one a 
revelation. And there was the subject of 
jaza history, reflecting social concerns 
from segregation (othe civi rights 
movement, 

No saxophones or slide trombones 
were in sight — just a CD player — the 
‘day in June when Tracey Bean, a sixth- 
grade teacher, played Billie Holiday's 
recording of "In My Solitude” in her 
classroom. 

"How did the music make you feel?" 

‘asked when it was over. 
studonts sa in unison: 
ise Long volunteered 
“1 teel Mke 1 want to cry,” Jameel 
Baker said. 

Then Ms. Boan played an upbeat song, 
Ella Fitzgerald singing “A-Tisket, A- 

and the students happily sang 


















For the second year, jazz will be an 
academic subject at P.S. 158 and 1,900 
‘other schools nationwide, thanks w a 
curriculum produced by Jazz at Lincoln 
Center, a nonprofit arts organization ded- 
icated to jazz perlormance and educa- 
tion, 

‘The curriculum, aimed at upper ele- 
mentary and middle schools, was devel- 
‘oped with Scholastic, the children’s pub- 
lishing and media company, and ii 
nanced mainly by the Loui Armstrong 
‘Educational Foundation. 

Wynton Marsalis, the artistic director 
ot Jaza at Lincoln Center, wrote and 
narrated 17 lessons on the history and 
significance of jazz, telling stories about 
important figures and providing 120 mu- 
sical examples performed by the Lincoln 
Center Jazz Orchestra, with Mr. Marsa- 
lis himself on trumpet. The lessons, 
which range from the roots of New Or- 
Jeans jazz to the latest Latin and Afro- 
Cuban music, are intended to be used 
without a visiting artist. More informa- 
tion about the curriculum is available at 
‘www jazzatlincolncenter.org/. The les- 
sons are on 10 CD's, so that teachers need 
only press start. 

But the teachers at P.S. 156, an arts- 
centered school from prekindergarten 





Tracey Bean's sixth-grade clasa at Public School 156 in Brooklyn taking lesona 





‘on the history of jazz. It is the second year jazz has been an acaden 


subject 








A Duke, a Count and 
a Lady, but this isa 
syncopated history. 


formances. 
‘For 12 weeks, the sixth graders kept 
recording their thoughts about 





ative who led the poetry sessions. (The 
collaborative is a nonprofit Manhatt 
group thal sends professional writers 
Into the schools to teach creative writ 
ng) “When they began liking someone, 
they would ask, ‘Did he die? 

Mr. Marsalis provides vivid character 
studies on the CD's, telling how Lox 
Armstrong was sent to a correctional 
home “tor young trouble-makert,” call 
ing Dizzy Gillespie a hell raiser” ar 
describing the diamond in Jelly Roll 
Morton's tront teeth. He calls Morton "a 
poal shark” and “a con man,” revealing. 
the artists’ flaws as well as their genius, 
because, he said in an interview, "the 
lesson to the students was imitate what 
you ike about the people you idolize; 
‘don’t imitate what you don’t like” 

He promotes the curriculum as a tool 
for self-discovery that reveals the vir- 
tues of individuality (solo improvisation) 
and the benefits of cooperation (letting 























to the subject is overdue. "Jazz is our 
‘principal art form,” he said, “and we've 
‘ever taught it or went out of our way to 
‘be sure that oar, nation was informed 
about it.” : 





Oswaldo Malave, the principal of P.S. 
136, said the schedule changes that hud 
Jed other schools to cut arts programs 
had not affected P.S 196 so far, The 
school was failing eight years ago, he 
said, tut since it reorganized around the 
aris, reading scores have gone up. "We 
have been successful at integrating the 
arts into reading, social studies and espe: 
cially writing,” he smid. "We're poing to 
continue the same way” 

Ms. Gordon, who coaxes images from 
‘he students a dey listen to Jaza record 
ings, says her goal as the school's poetry 
consultant is to become obsolete by em 
abling the teachers to take over 

Celeste Thompson, one of the teachierà, 
i well on her way, provoking students 
with tapes by Joha Coltrane and Milen 
Davis, movies Nike "Cabin in the Sky” 
and songs like “Strange Frut," ax sung 
by Billie Holiday 

‘One sixth grader wrote 























Millie Holiday, your voice sounds lhe a 
bell 

shabing through 

a windy world. 





e students say that they atili pref 
iny's Child, 90 Cent and Ashanti, 
music of their own generation, but th 
they wore pad tobe introduced to artints 
luke Louis Armstrong and Duke Filing- 
ton, 

"It's exciting 10 learn about how peo- 
ple lived before we were barn,” Shanice 
Sehoolfield said. "Like Lady Day, She 
kept going on and believing in her 
dreams 











GIVE US A WEEKEND 
WE'LL GIVE YOU 
THE WORLD! 
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